CHAPTER   2

THE WAR  CALLED  GREAT

I GAZED with sleepy but eager eyes at the picture framed by
the round metal rim of the porthole. The smooth and silent
sea; a city, soft and golden in a misty dawn; a jetty, with a light-
house, and, indifferently watching our incoming ship, a solitary
soldier in baggy red trousers, long-skirted coat and kepi.
France. Boulogne. We bumped against the great wooden
baulks, gangways slithered out, I felt the cobbles beneath my
feet for the first time, and feasted insatiable eyes on the people
and things I saw. Technically I had shared in the retreat from
Mons and qualified for the Mons Star.

The Artists marched to an open place and there, self-
conscious under the measuring gaze of the townsfolk, piled arms,
a trying operation for inexpert spare-time soldiers; seldom are
the tripods of rifles assembled without some of them suddenly
crashing to pieces. Then we stood about and stood about. The
officers walked up and down. Nothing happened. We had not
breakfasted and were hungry. A fellow Londoner and myself
sidled off to a grocer's shop a few yards away. We found that
we had learnt French perfectly at school. cDes sardines. Des
biscuits. Du chocolat* It was easy. Our pockets full we left
the shop and found that the Artists had gone to the war* They
had vanished. Our rifles and packs had vanished with them.

Now our French failed us. The townsfolk met the panic-
stricken inquiries of two youths in khaki with tranquil incom-
prehension. We rushed through the streets at random. By the
grace of God we came on the battalion tramping to the station,
We fell into the ranks, struggled frenziedly like Laocoon with
the serpentine coils of our webbing equipment, seized our rifles
from cursing comrades. At the station, the crushing obloquy
of the company commander fell upon us, already scarlet with
heat and guilt. We were on active service now, he thundered.
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